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In recent years, the traditional system of higher education in Ger
many has come under increasing scrutiny among politicians and
in the public debate, because of its perceived outdated and ineffi-

cient structure. As in many other industrial countries, massification
and budget cuts have put the system under constraints. The trend to-
ward a knowledge society has paradoxically been accompanied by a
loss of social exclusiveness for the academic profession. Demands for
accountability and control are growing as are expectations for the use-
fulness, effectiveness, and dissemination of academic work. A debate
is under way over the perceived rigidities of Germany’s highly ho-
mogenous higher education system, which has traditionally been sub-
ject to dense governmental regulations. Lack of differentiation and com-
petition within higher education, inflexibilities in the current system
of public financing and regulation, and concerns over international com-
petitiveness are on the agenda of higher education reform. The condi-
tions of the academic staff and the civil service structure of academic
employment are among the most prominent issues raised in the cur-
rent context. This subject area covers quite a number of issues, each of
which is rather important for the future of German higher education.

As will be shown, the role and conditions of academic staff are
in many respects crucial for the shape and institutional pattern of higher
education in Germany. Attempts to reform the overall structure of
higher education thus would involve changes in employment relation-
ships and the conditions of academic staff that are more and more seen
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as tools for that reform. The position and role of academic staff in Ger-
man higher education have three major distinguishing characteristics:
a strong connection of the academic estate with the state; an appoint-
ments system that serves to counterbalance institutional hierarchies,
encouraging a cosmopolitan orientation among professors; and a built-
in gap between professorial staff and all other, so-called nonprofessorial,
staff. These characteristics have been discussed (and not just recently);
they are perceived as major obstacles to overall reforms of the system.

Origins and Overview of Academic Staff
The illustrious history of the German professor as the pinnacle of
academia has been analyzed in many studies and even mythologised
in histories of the German higher education system. The guild-like ori-
gins of the autocratic and autonomous faculties and the Humboldtian
ideals of the research imperative, of freedom in research and teaching,
and of teaching through involvement in research have often been cited
and were influential in the development of higher education systems
in other industrialized countries. The freedom of science and research
granted in the 19th century by the territorial states to their renewed
state universities was institutionally connected to the Ordinarius, the
full professor as civil servant. The individual chairholder received the
funds from the state that were allocated to his institute in the negotia-
tions over his university appointment. Thus the state bureaucracy was
able to keep the universities under control with regard to their staffing
and resources. In the early 20th century, the concept of the Ordinarius,
which combined the chair with the directorship of an institute, was
considered suited to integrating Humboldt’s concept of the university
with the requirements of small-scale research and territorial state ad-
ministration (von Friedeburg 1989).

The traditional German university had only two ranks of aca-
demic staff in addition to the professorial positions: the nonregular
professor (Ausserordentlicher Professor), who holds a paid post in fields
considered less important; and the private lecturer (Privatdozent), who
has completed the Habilitation (a second magnum opus after the doc-
toral dissertation), but holds an unpaid position of limbo status at the
university. In fact, until the 1930s there were few provisions for the
extended employment of academic staff below the rank of professor.

The situation changed considerably after World War II. The
system grew rapidly from the early 1960s onward—in the numbers of
students and staff and in the number of new universities. This brought
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about an increase in the number of chairs in the various disciplines
and fields. Furthermore, the principle of organizing an institute around
a professor gave way to larger institutions chaired by various profes-
sors. The growing need for support staff in teaching and research and
the improved social conditions for higher education during this pe-
riod also led to the creation and expansion of nonprofessorial posi-
tions for academic staff in the doctoral and postdoctoral stages.

Since the mid-1970s, student numbers have risen considerably,
but institutions and staff positions have seen almost zero growth—
except for the integration into the system of a number of institutions of
higher education of the former German Democratic Republic in the
early 1990s. The number of students increased from 781,107 in 1975, to
1,438,524 in 1990, to 1,809,797 in 1995. The number of established posts
for academic staff in German higher education increased from 63,248
in 1975, to 63,368 in 1990, to 82,519 in 1995 (Wissenschaftsrat 1995, 33).
Personnel expansion in higher education took place after 1975 mainly
in the area of fixed-term contracts for doctoral staff and research staff
through job sharing and external financing through research grants.
Such personnel form a relatively flexible reserve army in the field of
higher education.

At present, German higher education consists of 337 organiza-
tions, of which 91 are universities—including technical universities and
comprehensive universities (Gesamthochschulen). Another 60 are
specialised colleges for art and music, theology, and pedagogy (Kunst-
und Musikhochschulen, Theologische Hochschulen, and Pädagogische
Hochschulen). About 140 are universities of applied sciences
(Fachhochschulen), and 30 are colleges of public administration
(Verwaltungsfachhochschulen)—former professional schools that were
integrated into the system of higher education at the beginning of the
1970s. In terms of staff, finances, and student numbers, however, uni-
versities still dominate German higher education. Academic staff at
universities number almost eight times those at universities of applied
sciences. Nearly three-quarters of all students study at universities.

At present, academic staff can be divided into professorial po-
sitions and the subprofessorial staff. The professors enjoy high levels
institutional power, prestige, and autonomy. In many ways, this fact
characterizes the relation between professors and nonprofessors in
German higher education (Enders 1996, 23). The relatively autonomous
and independent status of professors is, in the German case, guaran-
teed by their appointment as civil servants with tenure. In addition,
they are in a privileged position, as a result of the low degree of control
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from inside or outside the institution. Teaching load differs by type of
institution—8 semester hours per week for university professors and
16 to 18 hours for professors at universities of applied sciences. Other-
wise, there is no clear definition of the duties and tasks of professors,
their use of time, or the number of hours they must be present on cam-
pus. The formal description of the professoriate is uniform, but in prac-
tice professors are divided into three salary categories, referred as C2-
professors, C3-professors, and C4-professors. There is not only a hier-
archy of incomes among the various levels but one of available resources
and prestige as well, with the C4-professors at the top. At universities
of applied sciences the professoriate is divided into C2 and C3 posi-
tions; at universities all three positions can be found.

Recent surveys show that the majority of professors regard their
salaries as quite fair, although salaries in comparable positions in pri-
vate business are considerably higher (Enders and Teichler 1995a). The
basic salary for a C2-professor varies, depending on age, between DM
4,600 and DM 8,200 ($2,300–$4,100), for a C3-professor between DM
5,100 and DM 9,200 ($2,550–$4,600), and for a C4-professor between
DM 6,500 and DM 10,600 ($3,250–$5,300) per month before taxes.1

Added to this are supplements depending on family size, ranging from
DM 100 to DM 800 ($50–$400). In the early 1990s, the reported gross
annual income of professors at universities was less than DM 100,000
($50,000) for 26 percent of them, between DM 100,000 and DM 119,999
($50,000–$60,000) for 32 percent, between DM 120,000 and DM 139,999
($60,000–$70,000) for 16 percent, and DM 140,000 and higher ($70,000
and higher) for 18 percent (Enders and Teichler 1995a, 80-82). At uni-
versities of applied sciences, professors’ yearly income was less than
DM 80,000 ($40,000) for 18 percent, between DM 80,000 and DM 99,999
($40,000–$50,000) for 35 percent, between DM 100,000 and DM 119,999
($50,000–$60,000) for 34 percent, and DM 120,000 and higher ($60,000
and higher) for 14 percent.

It must also be taken into account that professors, as public
servants, receive abundant old age pensions and special benefits as
regards social security insurance. C3-professors at universities often
apply for C4-professorships. If they are successful, they improve their
salaries as well as their resources for teaching and research. A C4-pro-
fessor cannot attain a higher formal status. However, each offer of a
C4-professorship at another university earns the recipient an automatic
salary increase of about DM 1,000 ($500) before taxes. In addition, he
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or she can bargain for additional resources—for instance, obtaining
another position for a scientific collaborator or the provision of expen-
sive laboratory equipment. After the offer of a C4-professorship, a

 Table 1. Academic Staff in German Higher Education,
1996
 

  

Universiti
es
 (%)

 Universiti
es of
applied
sciences
(%)

 

Total
 (%)

 Staff Positions    

 Professors (C2-C4)  27,100
(28.0)

 13,200
(93.0)

 40,600
(36.5)

 Non-professorial staff  69,600
(72.0)

 1,000
(7.0)

 70,600
(63.5)

 Total  96,700
(100)

 14,500
(100)

 111,200
(100)

 

 Regular Academic Staff   

 Professor C4  12,264
(8.9)

 15  12,279
(8.3)

 Professor C3  8,720
(6.3)

 7,054
(42.2)

 15,774
(10.6)

 Professor C2  3,585
(2.6)

 5,951
(35.6)

 3,851
(2.6)

 Subtotal  24,569
(17.8)

 13,020
(77.7)

 31,904
(21.4)

 (Senior) Assistants  15,450
(13.7)

 393
(2.3)

 15,843
(10.6)

 Academic employees  93,631
(68.0)

 995
(5.9)

 94,626
(63.6)

 Teachers with special
assignment

 4,068
(3.0)

 2,322
(13.9)

 6,390
(4.3)

 Subtotal  113,149
(82.2)

 3,710
(22.2)

 116,859
(78.6)

 Total  137,718
100

 16,730
100

 148,763
100

 Part-time Academic Personnel   

 Professors (guest, emeriti)  1,315
(1.8)

 80
(0.4)

 1,395
(1.4)

 Staff w i t h teaching
commissions

 25,910
(34.7)

 16,037
(71.3)

 41,947
(43.2)

 Graduate assistants/tutors  47,449
(63.5)

 6,385
(28.4)

 53,834
(55.4)

 Total  74,674
(100)

 22,502
(100)

 97,176
(100)

 

 Source: Federal Ministry of Education and R esearch.
1999. Basic and structural data 1998/99.
 Figure 1. Academic Routes to a University Professorship
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person cannot apply for another professorship for the next three years.
The institutional division of the higher education system in

Germany has clear effects on the structure of academic staff (see Table
1). Since the universities of applied sciences have no right to qualify
graduates for and grant doctoral degrees and are mainly engaged in
undergraduate teaching with few possibilities for research in the ap-
plied fields (and almost none for basic research), only a very small
proportion of subprofessorial positions are established at these insti-
tutions to support research and teaching. In contrast, in universities
only around 30 percent of the established positions are professorial
and around 70 percent are subprofessorial. The actual proportion of
nonprofessorial staff amounts to 80 percent of all regular academic staff,
due to part-time employment and research contracts financed by ex-
ternal sources. Not surprisingly, it is estimated that about four-fifths of
the research capacity at universities and two-thirds of the institution’s
teaching capacity are provided by nonprofessorial academic staff
(Enders 1996, 34). Around 90 percent of nonprofessorial staff are em-
ployed on fixed-term contracts. All in all, about three-fourths of regu-
lar academic staff in universities are nonprofessorial staff with lim-
ited-term contracts while one-fourth are professors and middle-rank
academics having unlimited contracts as civil servants or public em-
ployees.

The sub-professorial staff mainly found in the university sec-
tor can be divided into two major groups—assistants and so-called
academic employees. Assistants have completed their doctoral degree
and are working toward their Habilitation to fulfill the formal qualifi-
cation requirements for the professoriate. They comprise about 11 per-
cent of all regular academic staff and are on the main track that leads
to a professorial position—without, however, any guarantee of suc-
cess. Assistants have a limited tenure, and after a maximum of six years
they must leave their positions and try to get appointed to a professo-
rial position at another university. Assistants are responsible for sup-
porting professors in teaching and research but are supposed to have
enough time to work on their Habilitation. The time spent on this diffi-
cult and highly specialized qualification differs from discipline to dis-
cipline, but on average it takes between six and eight years.

The second group of subprofessorial staff are academic em-
ployees—the largest group of scholars in German universities, com-
prising about 64 percent of all regular academic staff. They can be sub-
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divided into three groups. The first and smallest subgroup is made up
of staff with unlimited contracts as civil servants or public employees,
who have typically finished their doctoral degrees and whose duties
may include teaching and research. In most cases they do not have the
same degree of independence as professors and are not put in charge
of lectures or teaching graduate seminars. The second subgroup is made
up of the so-called doctoral staff, who are working on their disserta-
tions (Ph.D. theses) and who may have the same duties as the first
group but with limited and often part-time contracts. The third group
is made up of research staff, financed by external funds, with limited
contracts. All these academic employees may work toward a further
qualification but not as part of their assignments.

In the early 1990s, the yearly income before taxes of
nonprofessorial staff on full-time contracts was less than DM 60,000
($30,000) for 23 percent of them, between DM 60,000 and DM 79,999
($30,000–$40,000) for 54 percent, and DM 80,000 and higher ($40,000
and higher) for 18 percent (Enders and Teichler 1995a, 83). Besides these
117,000 nonprofessorial staff (including junior- and middle-rank posi-
tions) supporting the professors in research and teaching, there are
nearly 100,000 part-time academic personnel. The smallest group is
comprised of guest professors and honorary professors who are active
in teaching. A further group consists of so-called staff with teaching
commissions who are active in teaching on a hourly basis—a kind of
contract frequently used to hire external professionals or to integrate
research staff into teaching. While these part-time teachers are seen as
a welcome supplement to the regular academic staff structure, the situ-
ation is more problematic for those part-timers who are employed as
tutors or graduate assistants with auxiliary duties in research and teach-
ing. They make up more than half of all part-timers, and a lot of these
short-term contracts are supposed to be used for the preparation of a
dissertation.

Appointments and Promotions in a Chair System
The timing of major career decisions and the structure of competition
obviously vary across higher education systems. The classic German
solution is to have a high degree of inequality within universities, in
the form of the chair system, and a less-pronounced inequality between
institutions. Universities in Germany are certainly more homogenous
in standards than those in most other major industrial societies even
though discussions about the strengthening of institutional hierarchies
have intensified. Differentiation and competition are traditionally, how-
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ever, more pronounced among different status groups of academic staff
than among institutions, and the success of the individual career is
measured more by the outcome of the main career events than by the
prestige of the institutions involved, although the latter is not an irrel-
evant factor. The postdoctoral academic career in German universities
encompasses three main events: (1) obtaining the position of assistant,
another temporary post, or a postdoctoral fellowship for preparing the
Habilitation; (2) attaining the Habilitation and entering the limbo status
of private lecturer (Privatdozent), which confers the right to perform
the tasks of a professor but is an informal status not combined with a
formal employment status; (3) the appointment to a professorship, as
the result of a successful outcome of a competition with other candi-
dates for the available position.

When a professorial position is to be filled, an appointment
procedure will start that is determined by various strict regulations set
by the government to assess the scholarly qualifications of different
candidates for the available position and to prevent any parochial pro-
motion. The major steps in the appointment procedure are as follows:
the description of the position; the announcement of the position; in-
ternal and external review of applying candidates; the selection of three
candidates by the appointment commission; the final selection and
appointment decision made by the Ministry of Education, which will
“call” the candidate; the negotiations between the candidate, the uni-
versity, and the ministry about salary and resources; and the final ap-
pointment of the candidate.

The prerequisites for an appointment differ with the type of
institution. As a rule, university-level institutions reward experience
in university teaching; a doctoral degree, which indicates competence
in research; and at least five years of postdoctoral research, indicated
mainly by the Habilitation. At the universities of applied sciences the
Habilitation is not a prerequisite for appointment, but at least three of
the five years in postdoctoral professional work have to be completed
outside academia. Of the above-mentioned three main events in the
academic career, the call to a chair is the most important—with elabo-
rate gatekeeping processes leading to a big jump in prestige, authority,
autonomy, and job security for the individual scholar.

The second important career event is the Habilitation, which
demonstrates a candidate’s qualification for a professorship. Like the
dissertation, the Habilitation provides proof of the research proficiency
of the candidate. Teaching qualifications are assessed through an inau-
gural lecture given to the faculty of the university. This lecture is the
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last part of the Habilitation before the candidate is granted the venia
legendi allowing him or her to teach independently as a private lec-
turer. This is a rather informal status providing no guarantee of an
eventual professorship.

Just as the outcome of the Habilitation in terms of further pro-
motion is open, so, too, are the possible routes for attaining the formal
and informal qualifications for a professorship. A variety of career paths
may lead to becoming a chairholder, and no single one is particularly
dominant. During recent decades, postdoctoral assistantship positions
with limited tenure have been added to introduce a sequence of career
steps toward the Habilitation and the first call. Various other options
exist as well—including positions financed by research grants or fel-
lowships or a composite mix of all these elements.

This career structure has produced a considerable number of
stages and procedures through which the scholarly contribution and
stature of junior staff can be measured. At each step (doctoral,
postdoctoral, Habilitation, private lecturer) new entry and exit options
arise due to the contract-track nature of junior staff careers. In the Ger-
man system, major career decisions are made at a relatively late point
in time during an academic career. Furthermore, in the chair system
the procedure of filling a vacancy is to rank a set of external candidates
to find the best one, rather than judging an internal candidate by a
peer review according to absolute standards (Sorenson 1990). This may
contribute to high standards in the selection process—assuming that
performance can be measured more accurately the longer the candi-
date can be observed in a competitive environment. Furthermore, the
legal enforcement of mobility for the first professorial appointment—
by law a junior staff member cannot be promoted to a professorial po-
sition within the same institution—contributes to a relatively high de-
gree of institutional mobility within higher education. Results of the
Carnegie International Survey on the Academic Profession show, for
example, that during their academic careers German professors move
from one university to another somewhat more frequently than their
colleagues in the United States—a country where institutional mobil-
ity is often thought to be higher than in Germany (Enders 1999).

It is, however, not surprising that the entire logic of such a ca-
reer system can produce considerable opportunity costs at the indi-
vidual level as well as overhead costs at the institutional level, which
has led to various attempts to reform staff structure and to great con-
troversy.
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The Debate Over the Nontenure Track
Attempts to change and reform the situation and career perspectives
of junior staff in higher education have revolved around three main
issues: (1) the dependence of junior staff on the professors; (2) the long
period of time spent in relatively unstable positions, resulting in the
advanced age of candidates for a professorship; (3) the high in-career
selectivity and the insecurity as regards career outcomes.

The first problem with the structure of postdoctoral career
stages is an overly long dependence upon the professors. What may
serve a useful purpose for doctoral students, who still have many teach-
ing and research skills to learn, eventually becomes a serious disad-
vantage for postdocs. They cannot freely choose the topics of their re-
search work and their teaching without the consent of their professors.
To apply for separately budgeted funds, postdocs also often require
formal support from their professors; and in any case, in practice it is a
handicap if a research proposal comes from a nonprofessor. Thus, aca-
demics in a potentially highly creative and energetic phase of their
careers are overly constrained by their formal and informal subordi-
nation to professors. This dependence is already visible in the recruit-
ment procedures of professorial and nonprofessorial academic staff.
While internal promotion to professor is generally not allowed, up to
this point in an academic career local affiliations are rewarded and even
indispensable. In contrast to the formalized multilevel decision mak-
ing for the recruitment of a professor, with the considerable veto power
of the ministry, the recruitment of nonprofessorial academic staff is
highly fragmented (Schimank 2000). Positions for nonprofessorial aca-
demic staff are very often filled by persons whom the respective pro-
fessor—who handles the recruitment almost alone—knows personally.
Promotion ladders for junior staff are thus part of the internal labor
market of the respective institution, while tenure decision and further
career steps in the professorial career ladder are more dependent on
the external labor market. In effect, the opportunities for “sponsored”
mobility in junior staff careers are evidently richer, compared to career
systems emphasizing “contest” mobility in earlier doctoral and
postdoctoral career stages.

When addressing the length of time spent in postdoctoral po-
sitions and the age of eventual candidates for a professorship the two
effects to be considered are: first, the timing and structure of careers in
a chair system, which tend to place the most important decisions at a
relatively late point in an academic career; and, second, the fact that
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German postdocs who aspire to attaining their Habilitation must spend
too many years in achieving this. On average, they are about age 40
when they have achieved this career step and finally become private
lecturers looking for a professorship—a period that might take another
two to three years (Wissenschaftsrat 1996, 28–31, 105).

Last but not least, on the agenda, are the problems created by
the “all or nothing” situation faced by aspiring candidates who have
achieved the prerequisites for a professorship. Since internal promo-
tion, in principle, is forbidden, private lecturers have to apply for posi-
tions at other universities, competing in an open process of selection
with other junior or senior candidates for the available professorial
positions. Career outcomes are thus less predictable and less within
the control of aspiring academics. The feeling of insecurity over conse-
quences of performance and actions is widespread during this career
stage.

Since the 1970s, every 10 years, attempts have been made
mainly through legal reforms to define a new staff structure model for
the junior career levels and to find a balance between high levels of
selectivity and a modicum of stability in subprofessorial academic
positions. Particularly during the 1970s, assistants were given a higher
degree of formal independence; improved positions for all scholars
having reached the Habilitation as well as fully paid positions for per-
manent teaching staff were established. At the same time, the partici-
pation and influence of nonprofessorial members of academia in-
creased. While the expansion of higher education and the overall cli-
mate in the wake of the 1968 student rebellion supported the so-called
democratic reforms of the 1970s, the reform models were gradually set
aside in the 1980s. During this period, efforts were made to increase
the direct supervision of junior academic staff once again by the chairs
(Kehm 1999, 78). Also, a greater emphasis has been placed on the sta-
tus differences between the various ranks of professors—differences
that had been mitigated earlier by giving more power to the depart-
ments. At the end of the 1960s and in the first half of the 1970s, the
Habilitation was more or less abolished as a necessary prerequisite for
an appointment because of doubts about its usefulness and because of
a growing demand for professors. The subsequent drastic reduction in
replacement demands for professorial positions—between 1980 and
1985 only 16 percent of those who finished their Habilitation were able
to secure an appointment as professor—led to a renewed emphasis on
the Habilitation.
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Various efforts have been undertaken during these periods
through the Higher Education Framework Act and its various amend-
ments to create relatively distinct junior staff positions and career steps
(see Fig. 1). Policymakers tried to address problems at the junior career
levels by defining typologies of academic staff positions. Academic
employees with limited contracts—the most numerous group of
nonprofessorial academic staff—were supposed to be working toward
a doctoral degree, but not for a Habilitation; academic employees with
permanent contracts were to be involved in research and teaching; while
the further steps up the ladder were to be taken only by the small num-
ber of assistants. However, it proved to be impossible to channel ambi-
tions and careers in this way, and this approach has as yet had little
effect on the real shape of staff structure—except for creating a greater
internal differentiation of junior staff positions and legalizing the prac-
tice of fixed-term contracts. Positions at the same level within the hier-
archy with different duties can be found as well as different positions
characterized by the same tasks filled by academics who have attained
different degrees of formal qualification. This internal differentiation
and fragmentation of subprofessorial positions makes it increasingly
unclear where the point of transition to a professorial position lies.
Within higher education, qualification steps are expected to lead to-
ward becoming a professor; every other final outcome is more or less
tinged with failure. The result is patchwork resumés for those who are
on the contract track and a serious identity problem for those who re-
main in middle-rank positions within higher education (Joas 1992).
The prevalence of low job satisfaction among nonprofessorial staff is,
therefore, not surprising and is linked mainly to the lack of career pros-
pects and to the dependence on professors rather than to the contract
nature of the employment itself (Enders 1996).

[insert fig. 1 about here]

A number of measures to speed up the academic career ad-
vancement of postdocs and to reduce their dependence upon profes-
sors have been discussed lately. In particular, recommendations by the
Science Council have focused on these issues (Wissenschaftsrat 1996).
It is widely agreed that postdocs should have greater opportunities to
acquire separately budgeted funds and to manage research projects
independently of their professors. Another area of general agreement
is that the long and difficult Habilitation phase reduces the attractive-
ness of a career in academic teaching. Frequently, highly qualified young
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scientists and scholars turn their backs on their higher education insti-
tutions as soon as they are offered an interesting job in industry or a
position at a higher education institution abroad. In addition, women
complete the Habilitation even later than men and encounter serious
difficulties reconciling family responsibilities with their professional
life—one of the reasons why there are so few female professors. These
criticisms of the current qualification procedure for university profes-
sors have led to the proposal to introduce an assistant or junior profes-
sorship position. An important point is that these positions are to be
more independent during the qualification phase. The detailed design
of junior professorships—including length of time, employment re-
quirements, salaries, and the junior professor’s position as a member
of the institution—are currently being discussed in a working group
of the federal ministry. Also on the agenda are the modalities of a first
appointment to a chair following a junior professorship—in particu-
lar, whether the first appointment should be limited or unlimited and
whether exceptions to the general ban on appointing members from
within the university are to be allowed. In effect, critical elements are
being discussed that might well lead to a shift away from the contract-
track tradition to a modified tenure-track model as regards the
postdoctoral career stages.

More radical is the renewed proposal that the Habilitation
should be done away with. Those in favor of such a change refer to
other countries, most of which do not have this, or any similar, qualifi-
cation step. However, especially in the humanities and social sciences
but in medicine as well, proponents of the Habilitation are still numer-
ous. In contrast, many natural sciences will probably substitute the
Habilitation very soon with other criteria—especially publications in
refereed journals and successful acquisition of separately budgeted
funds—to assess candidates’ qualifications for a professorship. Thus,
the future might bring a diversification, by discipline, of postdoc ca-
reer paths to a professorship.

For a number of reasons, these debates have recently become
more and more intertwined with questions about the relationship be-
tween junior careers and the overall labor market—concerning issues
such as the chronic overproduction of postdocs, the loss of attractive-
ness of the academic career, and mobility between institutions and sec-
tors. Germany is a country in which the doctoral degree has not only a
relatively high prestige within society but also a relatively high value
on the labor market outside higher education and the research sector.
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It seems that various developments have recently undermined tradi-
tional notions on the value of the doctorate, leading to heated debates
on the status and function of the doctoral degree on the labor market
and on the best way to prepare doctoral candidates for their profes-
sional futures. In the context of the expansion of higher education and
changes in the labor market—especially the stagnation or even shrink-
ing of the higher education labor market and the public service labor
market—doctoral training is now being reexamined in terms of a num-
ber of issues traditionally raised in the context of graduate employ-
ment and work. These issues include the generalist-specialist debate
and the growing emphasis placed on general skills and flexibility, the
theory-practice debate and the growing demand for knowledge rel-
evant outside higher education, the disciplinary-interdisciplinary de-
bate and the value placed on knowledge from different disciplines,
and the national-international debate and the fostering of international
mobility and competencies.2

An Academic Oligarchy under Strain
All in all, it is fair to claim that the traditional recruitment, promotion,
and appointment procedures at German universities have been cru-
cial elements of the whole system. The appointment system incorpo-
rates the major reward and promotion policies—professors are ap-
pointed for the whole of their working life and other evaluation pro-
cesses play a less important role. Furthermore, the career structure
serves as a counterbalance to institutional hierarchies and parochial
promotions. Finally, the academic career structure has resulted in close
links between higher education and the state, which has considerable
influence on staff structure through setting overall conditions with fed-
eral higher education laws, financing established positions, and con-
trolling institutional budget plans. At the same time, institutional self-
government very much protects the interests of the professoriate, while
other forces, especially institutional leadership, play a much weaker
role. Professors have no superiors within their institutions; deans and
rectors are primi inter pari and cannot intervene in the core activities
of teaching and research. Instead, the only formal authority above the
level of the professor is the ministry, which is far away and does not
monitor the professor’s day-to-day activities. In addition, the ministry
is legally constrained in its authority. The constitutionally granted au-
tonomy over teaching and research that every professor enjoys does
not allow the ministry any serious control over a professor’s activities.
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While concern over the problems with junior staff careers was
and still is one of the major elements of the reform debates, a number
of developments during the 1990s might have a serious impact on the
position of senior staff and their special privileges. With respect to pro-
fessors, attempts have been made to bring them under stricter control
by the university leadership and the ministry and to deregulate em-
ployment conditions and thereby strengthen accountability, flexibility,
and performance-related measurements and incentives. The key issues
in this context are the strengthening of the position of university rec-
tors and faculty deans, new regulations for academic salaries, and the
dedication of resources combined with regular evaluation procedures.

Reforms in the employment and working conditions of pro-
fessors have been influenced by changes in the public image of univer-
sities and professors. A broader context is the recent debates and re-
form initiatives concerning the overall governance structure of Ger-
man higher education (Schimank 1995). Professor bashing has become
quite popular in the German mass media, in which the former are pre-
dominantly seen as spoiled, narcissistic, and lazy employees who bear
considerable responsibility for the reputedly bad shape of German
universities.3 While a recent survey on occupational prestige has shown
that public opinion is still quite positive about academics and scien-
tists (Noelle-Neumann 1999), their bad image in the media has had an
impact on recent policy debates.

The traditional combination of close political regulation by the
state authorities and an oligarchic academic self-government domi-
nated by professors is increasingly seen as a major hindrance to higher
education reform. There is support for a shift toward an institutional
arrangement in which performance-based competition for resources
and consumers and hierarchical organizational governance gain in
importance. This shift reflects the new concept of public management
that is currently fashionable in many countries (Brinckmann 1998). As
has been shown, in the traditional arrangement of governance, profes-
sors enjoyed a very high autonomy in their work combined with a
relatively uniform high level of salary and tenure. These features are
being scrutinized now with the aim of increasing the competitive pres-
sure and hierarchical controls on professors.

The recent amendment of the Framework Act for Higher Edu-
cation in 1998 has taken the first steps toward greater competition and
differentiation in German higher education by means of deregulation
and the creation of performance incentives. A number of measures were
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introduced to improve the international competitiveness of the Ger-
man education system, including the possibility for higher education
institutions to award bachelor’s and master’s degrees, support for in-
ternationally oriented model study courses, and the introduction of a
credit-point system. Especially the introduction of B.A. and M.A. de-
grees within universities of applied sciences and continued attempts
to allow them to offer doctoral training will probably enhance the aca-
demic status of these institutions and their academic staff.

The 1998 amendment to the Framework Law left out the em-
ployment and working conditions of academic staff. At the same time
a consensus has evolved between the federal government and the fed-
eral states that the current structure of higher education staff and of
relevant civil service law needs revision. The basic idea is to introduce
incentives for greater efficiency, improved quality, and increased mo-
bility. Crucial goals for the higher education sector are the redesign of
the career path of higher education teachers and creation of a competi-
tive, performance-oriented pay regime, with a view to strengthening
teaching in particular. Various proposals have been submitted since
then by the German University Rectors’ Conference
(Hochschulrektorenkonferenz), the Standing Conference of Education
Ministers of the Länder (Kultusministerkonferenz). A working group
has been set up by the Science Council (Wissenschaftsrat), and the fed-
eral minister set up an experts’ commission in 1999 to draft proposals
for how to deal with the various problem areas.

The positions of deans and rectors will be strengthened in many
respects, including their formal authority vis-à-vis professors. In this
way, higher education institutions will be brought more into line with
the usual kinds of work organization in which staff are under the over-
all control of management. In this context it is worth noting that—
despite their strong position within universities—German professors
consider their influence on institutional matters to be rather limited
and have expressed criticism of the bureaucratic administration of
universities. On the one hand, these attitudes reflect the well-known
tensions between academics and administration. On the other hand,
in international comparisons, German professors show a very low de-
gree of commitment to their institutions—perceiving themselves pri-
marily as discipline-oriented cosmopolitans (Enders and Teichler
1995b). This is a point of concern especially at a time when efforts are
being made to strengthen the role and capacities of higher education
institutions.
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University leadership will be responsible for carrying out regu-
lar performance evaluations of academic staff that will determine the
resources dedicated to departments and professorships and future sal-
ary levels, especially of professors. In contrast to some other countries,
such as the United Kingdom, in Germany no nationwide and uniform
standards for evaluation have been introduced. Formal staff appraisal
or assessment exercises were not common practice in German higher
education. Until the early 1990s, only a small proportion of academic
staff (mainly professors) were evaluated (some 13 to 15 percent—com-
pared with, for example, over 90 percent in the United Kingdom)
(Enders and Teichler 1995b). However, various decentralized efforts
are now under way, introduced by the federal states or by higher edu-
cation institutions. Most of them consist of a composite mix of self-
assessment procedures, external peer review, and indicator-based per-
formance measurements. The rise of these evaluation measures will
most probably lead to various kinds of posttenure review systems for
academic staff that will have an impact on the overall structure of the
promotion and reward system. Among other things, concentration on
pretenure review at one point in time during the academic career
(Habilitation and first call) will be counterbalanced by a variety of
pretenure and posttenure elements.

Some other measures relate to the employment conditions of
professors. Already eliminated is the permanent dedication of resources
to a professorship. From now on, these resources are only committed
for five to seven years and have to be renewed according to the results
of a performance evaluation. Another measure that might increase com-
petitive pressure on professors in the future is a further transfer of re-
sources for research to separately budgeted funds; this will probably
reinforce the role shift of senior academics to project managers and
professional grant writers.

Another prominent issue is academic salaries. The current sal-
ary system has only one performance-related component, namely the
salary increase paid to a professor who is offered—and declines—a
chair at another academic institution. The goal is to introduce a flex-
ible salary structure, consisting of a non-performance-related basic sal-
ary plus variable performance-related salary components. In practice,
a university might envisage standardized performance-related in-
creases for specific functions (serving as rector, dean, head of a depart-
ment, etc.), for outstanding achievement in research and teaching, for
the teaching of subjects in which qualified candidates are difficult to
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recruit because of the competition with nonuniversity employers, and
for each positively evaluated five-year period of teaching and research
experience. In addition, performance-related salary components could
be negotiated on an individual basis either to facilitate recruitment or
to prevent a scientist or a scholar from leaving.

Modernization of the employment and salary regime in the
sector covered by collective agreement at higher education institutions
and nonuniversity research establishments is another important goal.
The Federal Collective Agreement for Public Employees (Bundes-
Angestellten-Tarifvertrag, BAT) is also criticized for not meeting the
needs of modern, performance-oriented management. In many areas,
salaries under the BAT are not competitive on the labor market, espe-
cially when highly qualified personnel are to be recruited. Research
institutions and higher education institutions do not have sufficiently
effective tools to orient themselves quickly to new topics and imple-
ment the necessary structural changes. The Federal Ministry for Edu-
cation and Research has, therefore, conducted intensive discussions
with the research organizations about the need for reform and the pri-
orities of such reform. Currently, further exploratory talks are under
way—within the federal government and with the federal states, with
the unions, and representatives of higher education institutions—to
clarify further details of the crucial goals previously discussed with
the research organizations.

For a number of reasons, the formal status of professors as civil
servants is currently not really under debate, and the experts’ commis-
sion mentioned above will probably not be looking into the question
of whether in the future professors should be employees or civil ser-
vants. In the case of the German welfare state—with its tradition of
granting “tenure” to all civil servants after the junior or training pe-
riod—tenure for academic staff is still very much regarded as an es-
sential part of overall public service arrangements, and not as the “aca-
demic exception”. From this point of view, the high degree of profes-
sional and individual autonomy and the absence of strict control by
the employer are what make tenured academic staff (i.e., professors)
an exceptional case. The issue of tenure is thus not on the agenda of
staff-structure reform in Germany. It has, however, been debated at the
European level, where arguments have been made removing civil ser-
vant status from all public functions that are also carried out within
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the private or nonstate sector. Therefore, the civil servant status might
come under pressure during the process of further Europeanisation of
academic labor markets.

A review of the debates and recent actions concerning the con-
ditions of academic staff indicate considerable flux in the overall cli-
mate for reform in this area. It is actually not clear which of the pro-
posed changes will be implemented in the near future or how far they
will go. Much depends on the ongoing public debate on the proposed
reforms and on the decision-making process in Parliament. A central
focus has clearly been the search for a new institutional pattern of higher
education: a shift toward institutional differentiation and diversifica-
tion, a redistribution of power among the relevant actors. The profes-
soriate is on the way to losing a considerable part of its traditional
guild power, and a Zeitgeist emphasizing new public management
approaches is emerging.

The tenure debate of the 1970s and 1980s concerned the policy
of having all staff below the professorial level on fixed-term contracts.
Professors were among the groups who argued that fixed-term con-
tracts were needed to motivate junior staff to be productive, to allow
greater flexibility in staffing, and ensure a healthy turnover rate of per-
sonnel. The catch phrases in that debate were flexibility, efficiency,
mobility, and performance—the same ones now being used to argue
against tenure for the professoriate itself4.

Even though the vocabulary of the “managerial miracle” has
become a standard part of the public debates on higher education re-
form in Germany, it has by no means gone undisputed. Criticisms of
the new approach can be reduced to two main points: it is changing
the nature of universities and trying to run them like any other non-
academic company or firm. It is said that the goal of the managerial
approach is to seek a better way of functioning for universities with
their self-defined aims and needs, but the new approach is in fact rede-
fining the purpose of the university. Furthermore, it draws its theoreti-
cal and practical base from organizations with clear and measurable
criteria for their aims, needs, and performance. However, universities
are characterized by a multiproduct mission, uncertainty of perfor-
mance, and a creative organizational anarchy. The new management
approach is thus producing a bias toward utilitarian and short-term
thinking, clearly defined aims and measurable performances, a
“clientilisation” of students, and a “deprofessionalisation” of academic
staff.
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It is, of course, possible to defend the new approaches against
the attacks of their critics, who tend to overlook their function in ex-
posing the shortcomings of the existing system. Not infrequently, criti-
cism of the new ideas is expressed by those who have found their com-
fortable niche in the organizational anarchy of the university. Actually,
the reduction of the university and its scholars to some kind of corpo-
ration and its workforce was an artifact of the early “missionary stage”
of the “managerial miracle” that gave way later to more sophisticated
and realistic approaches. Last but not least, the shift toward new phi-
losophies in staffing reflects new expectations as regards the future
role of universities and academics in society. It is not the new staffing
philosophy that is changing reality but rather broader changes in the
knowledge society that have given rise to the new philosophy.

In any case, it would be misleading to say a uniform approach
has emerged in recent debates. Rather, we can observe a number of
approaches, based on quite different concepts of academic staff. As
mentioned earlier, the media has tended to draw a caricature of homo
academicus as the “lazy professor” who has to be kept at work by man-
agement with short-term incentives and clear sanctions. In another
variation the academic tends to be seen as a homo economicus easily
steered by a cost-centered management that is shaping rules, regula-
tions, and instruments locally for efficient work and output. A more
sophisticated version emphasizes the internal differentiation of aca-
demic staff and the role of institutional leadership to design the status
and tasks of academics according to their strength and weaknesses.
However, trust has diminished in the self-steering capacities of aca-
demics as long-term and deeply socialised professionals who are sym-
bolically represented by institutional leadership.

Preliminary Conclusions in Comparative Perspective
Recent changes in and new challenges for higher education have had a
serious impact on the academic profession. For about the last two de-
cades, the academic profession seems to have increasingly been placed
on the defensive, and the literature suggests that a sense of crisis has
developed. Concerns over the academic profession are clearly linked
to the massification of higher education, the long-standing trend to-
ward a knowledge and information society and a society of “life-long
learning”. The transition of higher education and the changing nature
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and role of knowledge in society seem to be accompanied by changes
in higher education and its interrelationship with society that are a
mixed blessing for academic staff, their status, function, and role.

As in many other industrialized countries, the transformation
from elite to mass higher education changed the shape of the academic
profession in Germany—with regard to tasks and functions, the core
and periphery of the profession, and the structure of academic careers.
Furthermore, the shift from state control to state supervision, from
bureaucratic control to the new managerialism in European higher
education tends to intensify the pressures on the conditions that will
have an impact on academic staff.

The recruitment, promotion, and appointment of academic staff
are seen as significant issues in countries, like Germany, where they
shape the institutional pattern of higher education. Debates on the as-
sessment and promotion of academics frequently overlook the extent
to which the prevailing mechanisms in a given country are interwo-
ven with the overall pattern of the higher education system and its
external relationships. The traditional German academic career sys-
tem, for example, can only be understood, in the context of the rela-
tively homogenous higher education system, in which institutional
differences in quality are limited. The German system is characterized
by a status-related inequality and competition within a strongly hier-
archical and pyramidal academic career ladder. Another type of higher
education system, one that showed a more differentiated and hierar-
chical institutional pattern and emphasized competition among aca-
demic staff within the institutional pecking order, might allow for a
less hierarchical career ladder and a more collegial approach within
the academic profession. Indeed, recent attempts to strengthen institu-
tional differentiation and diversity in Germany have been accompa-
nied by a rethinking of academic careers and appointments—such as
the contract track for junior staff, the Habilitation, the legal enforce-
ment of institutional mobility (for the first “call”), the salary structure,
and review arrangements for the professoriate. These topics are cur-
rently moving targets, and the outcomes are not as yet clear. However,
the growing interest in tenure-track design and posttenure review sys-
tems indicates a search is under way for a new balance within the aca-
demic career system.

An advantage of the classic German chair system could be said
to lie in the fact that it allows for a more stringent selection of candi-
dates, since the pool of candidates is bigger and the period during which
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the candidates can be observed is longer. However, the built-in ten-
sions between senior and junior academic staff and the vulnerability
of the careers of junior staff to cycles of growth and decline in the sys-
tem have led to many attempts at reform. This reflects the overall prob-
lem of finding a convincing compromise between flexibility and sta-
bility in a highly selective system that must be able to cope with changes
in the overall labor market. Staff structure in Germany came under
pressure to establish more regular career patterns during the decades
characterized by an increasing stability of careers in most professions
in a period of growing wealth and stability of the economy. In contrast,
in countries whose higher education systems provide for more regular
stages in the academic career concerns have arisen about the growing
inflexibility of the system due to the increasing share of internal pro-
motions and of tenured positions. Recent higher education reform de-
bates are clearly influenced by the changing societal and economic con-
ditions. Even though the outcomes of this process are not yet clear it
could be argued that the search for greater flexibility and a diversifica-
tion of employment relationships is gaining ground. The influence of
these trends on higher education staffing is visible internationally but
might well lead to different solutions according to the prevailing con-
cepts of the academic career ladder as a contract track, tenure track, or
regular employee track.

A sense of the proper balance between the autonomy of aca-
demic staff, on the one hand, and devices for interaction between higher
education, society, and economy on the other differs from society to
society and also reflects historical circumstances. At certain times, uni-
versities might be inclined to become ivory towers, and at other times
the independent and critical work of academics might be endangered.
Mechanisms for university staff management need to reflect the pre-
vailing circumstances. In times when efficiency gains and the func-
tioning of universities are in the forefront it might be more important
for higher education to reexamine its future role in society. In any case,
debates on the conditions of the academic staff cannot be limited by
public expectations, ideas on the functioning of modern organizations,
or the job satisfaction of scholars. Ultimately, the focus must turn to
the question of the impact of the organization of the academic career
on the process and outcomes of academic work.

As in many other countries, a crucial element in this process of
re-organizing academic promotions and appointments is the ongoing
battle over the redistribution of power in higher education, the future
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role of the state, the status of the academic oligarchy, and the emerging
nature of institutional management. Here again, traditional patterns
have to be taken into consideration when looking at recent changes.
Societies with a historical tradition of a strong and wise state, a power-
ful academic estate, and a rather weak institutional management of
universities will probably embrace different new models for the distri-
bution of power and the decision-making and managerial structures
than will societies where state influence was traditionally at a lower
level and institutional autonomy more pronounced. In the German case,
it is likely that the most important arena for the future of higher educa-
tion will be located in a bargaining structure situated between the
emerging managerial class within the higher education and science
system and a strategy-oriented policy class within the state bureau-
cracy. Up to now, the traditional character of the academic profession
has not been presented with a new model but rather has been left to
respond to ongoing changes that will eventually lead to a “new pro-
fessionalism” within the academic profession or to the emergence of
various academic subprofessions that will, hopefully, discover a third
way, beyond deterioration and traditionalism, by adapting to new cir-
cumstances and the changing environment of higher education.

Notes
1. Estimations in U.S. dollars are based on an exchange rate of 2 DM

= $1.
2. We have, therefore, recently launched a study on “The doctoral

degree and career: Training, further career and professional suc-
cess of doctoral degree holders,” financed by the German Research
Foundation. The aim of the study is to gather empirical informa-
tion on the career paths and whereabouts of Ph.D.-holders inside
and outside higher education and the world of work. The study is
based mainly on a questionnaire survey among a target group of
2,300 doctoral-degree-holders in six selected disciplines (biology,
economics, electrical engineering, German studies, mathematics,
and social sciences). In order to analyse changes over time, three
different cohorts of doctoral degree holders (1980, 1985, 1990) in
these disciplines are being surveyed.

3. For example, results of our German survey, which was undertaken
within the framework of the Carnegie Foundation’s International
Survey on the Academic Profession (Altbach 1996), showed a still
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high degree of job satisfaction among professors. This finding led
to a public outcry in Germany as to how professors could be so
self-complacent in the midst of such a mess.

4. Another paradoxical effect of recent developments regarding staff-
ing in higher education was observed during the process of Ger-
man reunification. During this period, for the first time in the his-
tory of German higher education, procedures were implemented
to evaluate research and teaching institutions in the former Ger-
man Democratic Republic in an assessment exercise. West German
professors played quite a prominent role in these institutional and
individual evaluation procedures—thus countering the widespread
belief that, in principle, academic work could and should not be
evaluated.
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